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Swiss missionary Beatrice Rohner's work in the death camps of Armenians in 1916 
Hans-Lukas Kieser 
 
 
Introduction 
 
At the end of 1915, an important encounter took place. Let us imagine a bareheaded youngish 
woman smiling but determined, and a slightly older bearded man who wears a uniform with 
decorations and an Ottoman headgear. They discuss with each other. We are in Aleppo, 
capital of an Ottoman province where the second phase of the Armenians' genocide, their 
death by starvation in large camps and the violent suppression of these camps was taking 
place.1 The man is Jemal Pasha (1872–1922), one of the so-called triumvirate heading the 
Young Turk regime in 1913–18, Minister of Naval Affairs and Commander of the Fourth 
Army in Syria. The woman is Beatrice Rohner (1876–1947), a Swiss lady who had grown up 
in Basel, been a teacher in Paris and Istanbul and then, in 1900, settled in Marash (today 
Kahramanmaraş) where she worked for the German Protestant Hülfsbund für christliches 
Liebeswerk im Orient (Aid Association for Christian Charity in the East). From December 
1915 to April 1917 she stayed in Aleppo and led the modest international efforts to help the 
hundreds of thousands Armenians who had survived the “removal” from Anatolia to the 
desert camps of Northern Syria. Rohner met Jemal a first time in the second half of December 
1915. There was no idyllic intimacy between them. Enjoying nevertheless, at least partly, 
Jemal's protection, Rohner began to care for about 1000 Armenian orphans. She managed 
moreover to undertake rescue actions in the camps illegally, spending large sums of money 
that she received from American, Swiss and German philanthropic circles. Not less 
importantly, she established a correspondance with people condamned to be starved to death 
or massacred.  
 
Hilmar Kaiser has published on those rescue efforts in Aleppo and has the merit of having 
recalled the names of Beatrice Rohner and Hovhannes Eskijian, the pioneer of that 
“humanitarian resistance to genocide”, to a scholarly public.2 This article follows a 
biographical perspective and goes beyond the context of 1915/16. It outlines Rohner's life, 
                                                
1 Cf. Kévorkian, Raymond H., L'extermination des déportés arméniens ottomans dans les camps de 
concentration de Syrie et de Mésopotamie (1915-1916): la deuxième phase du génocide, Paris: Centre d'Histoire 
Arménienne Contemporaine, 1998 (= Revue d'Histoire Arménienne Contemporaine, vol. II). 
2 Kaiser, Hilmar, At the crossroads of Der Zor. Death, survival, and humanitarian resistance, Princeton N.J.: 
Taderon, 2001. 
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including her experience in Aleppo. It draws particular attention to the impact of those efforts 
upon her life, on her attempts to come to terms with her experience, and the role of her 
pietistic spirituality in rescue work and beyond. Her spiritual biography is accessible through 
her writings, which we must contextualize within time, space and personal networks.3 
 
 
“A beautiful sunny childhood” and a commitment in Marash 
 
Like her compatriot Jakob Künzler (1871–1949), the non-Armenian rescuer later best known 
to Armenians,4 Rohner grew up as a half-orphan. Born in Basel on 24 April 1876, her father 
died when she was three years old, and her sister Anni one year old. It seems that her mother, 
Maria Magdalena Rohner-Thoma provided for the family after the death of her husband, a 
shopkeeper, while little Beatrice stayed with her grandmother. In her house she “lived a 
beautiful sunny childhood”, as she wrote around 1901. After four years of primary school, she 
spent six years at a high school for girls and then two years at a teacher training college. For 
five years she worked as a private teacher mostly in Paris, then joined the Hülfsbund für 
christliches Liebeswerk im Orient, a relief organization founded in Frankfurt in 1896. Pastor 
Otto Stockmayer, a leader of the Pietistic Revival (Gemeinschaftsbewegung) of the late 19th 
century had invited her to do so.5 The Hülfsbund had a more pietistic character than the more 
liberal Deutsche Orient-Mission of Dr. Johannes Lepsius, but both originated in the common 
relief movement of 1896 after the anti-Armenian massacres of 1895.6 
                                                
3 Sincere thanks to Hannelore Graf, Mutterhausarchiv der Evangelischen Diakonissenanstalt Stuttgart (MEDS), 
to Bruno Blaser, Christlicher Hilfsbund e.V., and to Daniel Kress, Staatsarchiv des Kantons Basel-Stadt. 
4 “The non-Armenian mentioned most frequently in our interviews was Papa Kuenzler, a Swiss missionary”, 
write Donald E. Miller and Lorna Touryan Miller in their book Survivors. An oral history of the Armenian 
Genocide, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999 (1993), p. 130. Rohner is not mentioned in this book, 
but is now honored on the web pages of the “Gardens of the Righteous Worldwide Committee” 
(www.forestadeigiusti.it, visited on 13 April 2009). On Künzler see the introduction to Künzler, Jakob, Im 
Landes des Blutes und der Tränen. Erlebnisse in Mesopotamien während des Weltkriegs (1914–18), Zürich: 
Chronos, 2004. English edition: In the land of the blood and tears. Experiences in Mesopotamia during the 
World War (1914–1918), Arlington, MA: Armenian Cultural Foundation, 2007. 
5 Hand-written Curriculum of Beatrice Rohner, c. 1901, in the archives of the Christliche Hilfsbund, Bad 
Homburg (ACH), and Gedenkschrift für Schwester Beatrice Rohner, Wüstenrot: Kurt Reith Verlag, 1947, p. 5; 
Civilstand L 1 1876 Nr. 475, Staatsarchiv des Kantons Basel-Stadt. 
6 On the particular context of the humanitarian protest and relief movement in Switzerland after 1896 see Kieser, 
Hans-Lukas (ed.), Die armenische Frage und die Schweiz / La question arménienne et la Suisse (1896-1923), 
Zürich: Chronos, 1999. 
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Beatrice Rohner taught in the Hülfsbund orphanage school in Bebek, Istanbul, in 1899. In fall 
1900 she moved to Marash in Central Anatolia where she was a housemother and teacher in 
the Hülfsbund orphanage “Beth-Ullah” or “Bethel”. She took the lead in her purely female 
family: Her mother followed her in 1908, her sister in 1913. Full of praise for her, an 
Armenian author who had lived in Marash writes that her “work was not merely to adopt 
children into her heart and superintend an orphanage. […] In the midst of her important and 
exacting responsibilities in the orphanage, she found time and created opportunities to 
conduct revival meetings […]. Beatrice Rohner's testimony was one much to be coveted and 
emulated. She was a woman of gentleness and humility, full of compassion and tender 
solicitude toward the needy and weak, and generous with things entrusted to her care.”7 Thus, 
on the eve of the First World War, Rohner lived in her “own Jerusalem” in Ottoman Marash, 
surrounded by her students and together with her family from Basel. 
 
On April, 6th, 1915 Karl Blank, Rohner's colleague in Marash, reported to the Hülfsbund 
director Friedrich Schuchardt how difficult the time had become since the general 
mobilization in August 1914, and that, since March 1915, massacres had been imminent, 
partly because of the upheavels in Zeytun, near Marash. Therefore Beatrice Rohner went to 
Aleppo and called the German Consul Rössler, who then made a trip to Marash.8 But the low-
profile intervention of lesser diplomats was not to stop the general anti-Armenian policy. The 
people of Zeytun was deported first to Konya, then, by order of the minister of the Interior 
Talat on April 24th, to Deir ez-Zor.9 The Armenians from the villages around Marash were 
also sent to the desert, and in mid-August the Armenians from the town of Marash itself.10 
Rohner was one of the informants of Andreas Vischer of the Swiss Relief Committee in 
Basel, a doctor on furlough from the joint Germano-Swiss hospital in Urfa that their common 
                                                
7 Bilezikian, Vartan, Apraham Hoja of Aintab, Winona Lake: Light and Life Press, 1951, pp. 98–99. Many 
thanks to Mehmet Ali Dogan who sent me copies of these pages. 
8 Blank's letter enclosed in Schuchardt to German Foreign Office (GFO), 20 August 1915. Cf. German 
Ambassador Wangenheim to GFO, 27 March 1915; long report of Rössler to GFO, 12 April 1915; documents of 
the GFO, edited by Wolfgang and Sigrid Gust, on www.armenocide.de. 
9 The Turkish Republic Prime Ministry General Directorate of the State Archives, Directorate of Ottoman 
Archives (ed.), Armenians in Ottoman documents (1915–1920), Ankara 1995, p. 26. 
10 Rössler to Embassy, Istanbul, 16 August 1915 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
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friend Jakob Künzler managed during the War.11 One of her reports was also included in 
Brice’s and Toynbee’s famous collection of documents.12 
 
 
Aleppo 1915–17 
 
Protestant missionary networks sought ways to help the hundreds of thousands of survivors of 
the deportations who were suffering in the camps around Aleppo. On October, 11th, 
Schuchardt openly asked the German Foreign Office for a travel permit in order to “visit our 
stations in the centre of Asia Minor and, together with our brothers and sister of the mission, 
to find a way of bringing practical and spiritual help to the Armenians in the so-called 
concentration camps in the region of Aleppo and Urfa.”13 The German Embassy opposed this 
idea, saying it would be understood politically and because “resources would be wasted 
without us gaining anything”.14 Nevertheless Schuchardt obtained a travel permit, but only as 
far as Constantinople. German diplomacy understood that German help for starving 
Armenians was important for publicity in the West, but should not be revealed to the Turks.15 
Schuchardt visited William Peet, the informal chief of the Protestant American Board of 
Commissioners of  Foreign Missions (ABCFM) in Ottoman Turkey and, on November 12th, 
the US Ambassador Henry Morgenthau.16 
 
The right person for Aleppo, though, was not Director Schuchardt, but Rohner. She was fluent 
in Turkish, French, German, English and Armenian (and Arabic?) and, as a women and a 
citizen of a neutral country, enjoyed a low profile. She too had obtained a travel permit and 
come to Istanbul. There was also a friend of her, the old ABCFM doctor Fred Shepard from 
Ainteb (today Gaziantep, some 60 km southeast of Marash). They all met and discussed plans 
for rescue in November. “During the negotiations in Constantinople an old friend, a doctor of 
                                                
11 Article “An die Armenierfreunde” in the Basler Nachrichten of 16 August 1915 (also among the diplomatic 
documents on www.armenocide.de, because German consul Wunderlich had sent the article to the Reichskanzler 
on 22 September 1915). 
12 Bryce, James, und Toynbee, Arnold (ed.), The Treatment of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. Documents 
Presented to Viscount of Falloden by Viscount Bryce London, 1916; uncensored Edition: Princeton (N.J.): 
Gomidas Institute, 2000, p. 470. 
13 Enclosed in GFO to Ambassador Wangenheim, 15 October 1915 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
14 Wangenheim, 21 October, and Neurath, 5 days later (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
15 Metternich, German Embassy, to Reichskanzler Bethmann Hollweg, 17 February 1916 (GFO, 
www.armenocide.de). Cf. Kaiser, Crossroads, p. 35. 
16 Schuchardt to GFO on 12 November 1915 (GFO, www.armenocide.de); Kaiser, Crossroads, p. 34. 
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the American mission [Shepard], visited me. He had seen much of the deportation, but his 
efforts to do something for the deportees had failed. The Americans possessed important sums 
of money from the USA, but the real area of deportation – Aleppo and its surroundings – 
where thousands fell victim to hunger and illness daily, was completely closed to them 
because of the Turkish military authorities’ ban. During the discussion my friend suddenly 
said: ‘You are Swiss and belong to a German missionary society. Could you not enter that 
area? Be assured that we would give you all the money we have.’ This was a ray of hope! I 
understood God wanted to do something! Aleppo closed, infected, that centre of need and 
misery, should be opened!” From then on, the “call to Aleppo stood urgently and imperatively 
before my soul”, Rohner wrote in 1934, when for the first time she was able to look back and 
compose a retrospective account of 1915/16.17 
 
Once back in Marash, this “call” prevented her from staying and celebrating Christmas there, 
as she intended to do, but impelled her to travel quickly to Aleppo together with her “mission 
sister” Paula Schäfer. During the journey the two investigated the situation in several camps.18 
In a letter of December 29th to Schuchardt from Aleppo, Rohner writes that on this day she 
had obtained Jemal Pasha's permission by telegraph to run the big Armenian orphanage in 
Aleppo. Shortly before, she had met Jemal and Abdulhalik Mustafa [Renda], the governor 
(vali) of Aleppo, a hardliner who had replaced the generally respected, moderate, Jelal Bey. 
On December ca. 22th she had met Jemal a first, the following day a second time. A meeting, 
on the urgent issue of orphans, of Jemal with Germans in Aleppo, among them the general 
von Kressenstein and the director of the Baghdad Railway construction at Aleppo, on 
December 21st,19 may have prepared her finally successfull encounter with Jemal. Jemal 
insisted however that he did not accept her traveling outside Aleppo. “I think we must do as 
much as we can in this matter, albeit collaboration with the officials may be unpleasant”, 
Rohner concluded.20 
 
Rohner enjoyed freedom of movement in the town, hired employees, among them Armenian 
fugitives who thus acquired protection, and organized care for the orphans. She made Sisag 
Manughian, a pastor she knew from Marash who was living in hiding in Aleppo, a co-worker, 
saving him and his family from death. Another permanent collaborator was Anna Jensen from 
                                                
17 “Pfade in grossen Wassern”, Sonnenaufgang 36 (1934), pp. 14–15, 21, 30–31, 38–39, 45–46, 54–56, here p. 
21. 
18 3 reports enclosed in Schuchardt to GFO, 26 January 1916 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
19 Kaiser, Crossroads, p. 54. 
20 Enclosed in Schuchardt to GFO, 14 February 1916 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
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Mamuretülaziz, like Rohner a member of the Hülfsbund.21 Harassed by officials, Rohner had 
to change the orphanage buildings three times within a few days, but nonetheless the 
government gave some food for the orphans. “Though […] the vali was not at all sympathetic 
to us, he was obliged to allow us the absolute necessities. […] We depended on our enemies, 
and nonetheless lived from what the heavenly Father gave us”, she commented, looking back 
on the difficult start of the orphanage where she finally cared with her team for ca. 1000 
Armenians.22 Early on she knew that her children were threatened, and that the government 
intended to take them into government orphanages and to assimilate them to Muslim Turks, 
attempting at thoroughly changing their identity.23 
 
“I was confronted with my new duty. It far exceeded my physical and mental forces. But I 
knew one thing. There comes a gift from the God who has called, a gift that perfectly fits the 
duty.”24 The orphanage was only a part of Rohner's work. Already in January we see her fully 
engaged in organizing help for the camps outside Aleppo.25 The official work in Aleppo 
“gave the opportunity to do relief work in all silence” in the camps, as she wrote to Andreas 
Vischer.26 Freedom of action in the town, the backing of the German consul Walter Rössler 
and the American consul Jesse Jackson (in them “I found two men who had their hearts in the 
right place”),27 an international network of friends in Aleppo (among them the Swiss 
merchants Emil Zollinger and Conrad Schüepp) and in Europe, much money from the 
ABCFM or from the Near East Relief which was just beginning, and, above all, an 
underground network of courageous, intelligent young men, mostly Armenians, who 
smuggled letters and money to the camps: all this made possible this perilous commitment 
that helped thousands of people to survive for a time, and some of them also to escape final 
destruction. 
 
                                                
21 “Pfade”, p. 45. 
22 “Pfade”, p. 39. Cf. Letters of Rohner of 13 February and of 3 May 1916 in Sonnenaufgang 18 (1916), pp. 61 
and 78–79. 
23 Cf. her letter to Peet on 17 January 1916, enclosed in Peet to German Embassy, 10 February 1916 (GFO, 
www.armenocide.de). 
24 “Pfade”, p. 31. 
25 Rohner's letter to Peet of 17 January 1915, enclosed in Peet to German Embassy, 10 February 1916 (GFO, 
www.armenocide.de). 
26 Copies of this document (an answer to a questionnaire of the Swiss Relief Committee) and of a letter of 
Rössler to Vischer were enclosed in Metternich, Geman Embassy, to the Reichskanzler, 28 April 1916 (GFO, 
www.armenocide.de). 
27 “Pfade”, p. 38. 
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Rohner cooperated with the Armenian Protestant pastor, Hovhannes Eskidjian, who since 
summer 1915 had built up a large network of help for the deportees without any confessional 
restrictions. According to John Minassian, who worked for Eskidjian and later for Rohner, she 
once succeeded in stopping a dangerous investigation directed against Eskidjian. But this 
pillar of humanitarian and consciously Christian resistance died of typhus on March 25th 
1916, leaving a further 250 orphans to the care of Rohner's team. She used spiritual humor in 
the difficult moment when inspectors came. “She invited the officials in and showed them the 
children in their classrooms, saying ‘Come in and see my garden of flowers’. Their skeleton-
like bodies, sheeted in their shabby clothes, were living proof of hunger nearing the starvation 
point”, Minassian writes.28 
 
Men from Marash, travelers, businessmen and other courageous young men connected 
Rohner with the camps. A young trader from Izmir, who had first been a teacher in the 
orphanage, voluntarily began to act as a messenger to the deportees outside Aleppo;29 in May 
1916 he worked together with a young Armenian from Marash called Garabed in Deir ez-
Zor.30 Under Ali Fuad, the governor (mutasarrıf) of that district, whom Rohner appreciated,31 
many Armenians had managed to begin a modest new life in the town. In the camp on the left 
side of the Euphrates, however, the situation was horrible. Fuad was replaced in July 1916 by 
the Circassian Salih Zeki who massacred the remnants of the Armenians sent to Deir ez-Zor 
in groups of a few thousands.32 “Those in Deir ez-Zor and its surroundings, about 80'000, who 
had scarcely enjoyed a little rest, were gathered into camps in order to be brought in groups to 
the other side of the Euphrates. Again a hopeless wandering took place, and then, far from the 
eyes of any European, gangs of irregulars were waiting on orders from their government, and 
made a bloody end to them all”, Rohner summarized what wounded fugitives of that 
massacres had reported her.33 
                                                
28 Minassian, John, Many hills yet to climb, Santa Barbara (California): Jim Cook, 1986, pp. 104 and 121 
(quotation). Cf. Shnorhokian, M.H., A pioneer during the Armenian Genocide: Rev. Hovhannes Eskijian, 1989. 
Many thanks to Nancy Eskijian, the granddaughter of Hovhannes Eskijian, who sent me this unpublished paper 
that incorporates first-hand accounts. 
29 See Rohner's detailed report on relief between 1 January and 1 June 1916, enclosed in Rössler to 
Reichskanzler, 17 June 1916 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
30 Letter of Rohner, 3 May 1916, in Sonnenuntergang 18 (1916), pp. 78–79. Rohner's biographical hommage to 
Garabed in Rohner, Beatrice, Die Stunde ist gekommen. Märtyrerbilder aus der Jetztzeit, Frankfurt a. M., Verlag 
Orient, n.d. (c. 1920), pp. 7–14. 
31 Rohner, Stunde, p. 30. 
32 Kévorkian, Extermination, pp. 37–44. 
33 Rohner, Stunde, pp. 13–14. 
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The messengers normally came to Rohner after nightfall, after the daily work in the 
orphanage. “[One of them] told us about the different camps. […] The fellahs [peasants] 
would always give us some grain or bread for money. We quickly took our cashbox […] and 
while the messenger rested for a few hours, we sewed into his clothes as many of pieces of 
gold as could be put in. During this time I read the mail that he had brought with him. What 
mail! Letters, sheets of papers from friends to whom we felt close […]. What enormous 
amounts of need and wretchedness these letters contained! Quickly I had to answer a few 
lines, to tell them that God had not forgotten them, that his love was the same even if all that 
could be shaken was shaken. After a few hours, long before daybreak, our friend had to set 
off, […] our hearts with him. How we longed for a message that he had come through.”34 The 
translated texts of a few of these shattering letters to Rohner from Deir ez-Zor and elsewhere 
have been preserved in the German diplomatic archives,35 other parts in later quotations by 
Rohner,36 but none of Rohner's letters of consolation. About another messenger Rohner wrote: 
“In this way he managed to bring help many times until the henchmen seized him at last and 
he sealed his service with his life. ‘No man has greater love than to give his life for his 
friends’ [John 15,13].”37 
 
 
Sad good-bye to Aleppo 
 
Rohner's network of rescue worked relatively well from January to September 1916, albeit the 
help reached only a small fraction of the hundreds of thousands of Armenians in northern 
Syria. Not only the material help was important, but also the communication, the show of 
sympathy and the empowerment. In a letter from Rössler to the Reichskanzler Bethmann-
Hollweg in September 20th 1916, we read that the “distribution of American back-up funds 
by Sister Beatrice Rohner through Armenian intermediaries has faced obstacles in the 
Euphrates area”, because one of her messengers had been seized by the authorities and under 
torture revealed information about the relief organization. In order not to endanger the whole 
                                                
34 “Pfade”, pp. 54–55. 
35 Enclosed in Rössler, Aleppo, to Reichskanzler Bethmann Hollweg, 29 July 1916 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
36 Rohner, Stunde, several quotations. 
37 “Pfade”, p. 55. 
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work, Rohner withdrew provisionally and concentrated her effort upon the orphanage. She 
kept informing consul Rössler and others about what she knew.38 
 
“The greatest difficulties arise from the double fact that I am scarcely tolerated in my work 
for the orphans [in Aleppo], while officially the relief work [in the camps] is not allowed at 
all. It must be done secretly and where it becomes public, it is forbidden and suppressed. This 
time the Armenians will not expect any help from outside”, Rohner wrote on 24 November 
1916 to Emanuel Riggenbach, a representative of the Relief Committee in Basel. “Until now 
the officials could not get rid of little me, because they themselves gave me the work [for the 
orphans], but they do everything to put me off.” Very discrete publicity in Europe, in order to 
collect funds, and a low profile on the ground were preconditions for – relatively – successful 
relief work. She exhorted her correspondent not to publish letters with her name and that, if 
ever possible, Riggenbach should write the “poor” [Arme] not “Armenians” [Armenier].39 
“Little would be gained for the remnants of the Armenian people if I report everywhere, but 
for the emergency itself I could no longer do anything.” In the same letter she writes that it 
had been possible to open workplaces for thousands of Armenian women in Aleppo where 
they spun and sew for the military but were safe. Colonel Kemal Bey, responsible for this 
work, was cooperative.40 
 
When Rohner withdrew provisionally from the distribution of help in the camps in 
September, the murderous suppression of the camps had already begun as we had mentioned 
with regard to Deir ez-Zor. Furthermore it was not rashness, but the harsh politics of 
Turkification that finally caused Rohner to lose the most intimate part of her commitment, the 
orphans. “In Aleppo the government has taken 70 boys from the orphanages directed by Sister 
Beatrice Rohner to bring them to a government orphanage in the Lebanon where they shall be 
raised up together with children of Muslim refugees from Eastern Anatolia. Similar transfers 
of this kind to government orphanages are planned”, Rössler reported on February 14th 1917 
to the Reichskanzler. Some of Rohner's orphans had gone to a government orphanage in 
                                                
38 Rössler to Reichskanzler, 20 September and 5 November 1916; Rohner's statistics about the origin and fate of 
the parents of 720 orphans enclosed in Radowith, Geman Embassy, to Reichskanzler, 4 October 1916 (GFO, 
www.armenocide.de). 
39 Rohner to Riggenbach, 24 November 1916, enclosed in Rössler to Reichskanzler, 25 November 1916 (GFO, 
www.armenocide.de). 
40 Rössler to Reichskanzler, 16 March 1917 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
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Aintoura, Lebanon, that Jemal entrusted to Halide Edib, a well known writer and Turkish 
patriot, who, however, had not condoned the CUP policy of extermination.41 
 
On March 16th Rössler confirmed that Rohner's work had been completely wound up, adding 
that she had been asked by the American consul to reorganize relief in Aleppo what she did 
for about 20'000 people in need in the town, still including 1'200 children. Shortly after, on 
March 17th, she broke down and withdrew for good, entrusting her “work to a commission of 
Armenians supervised by Zollinger”.42 Rohner was exhausted and had been deeply affected 
since her orphans had been taken away. Karl Meyer, the chronicler of the Swiss relief to the 
Armenians, who himself had worked among Armenian refugees in the Lebanon, writes that 
Rohner “suffered a nervous breakdown on March 17th. Jakob Künzler was called from Urfa, 
came to Aleppo and accompanied her to Constantinople from where she returned later to 
Germany.”43 Probably Künzler accompanied her to Marash, not to Istanbul, for a first period 
of rest.44 Towards the end of 1917 she traveled to Germany via Istanbul after she had obtained 
the Ottoman travel permit on October 5th.45 On 28 August 1918 Schuchardt reported to 
Rössler that Rohner was his, or the Hülfsbund's, guest in Frankfurt, and that her departure 
again for Aleppo was planned only for fall 1919.46 
 
According to Minassian, Rohner was back in Aleppo already in March 1919 when she 
“invited me to visit the grave of Reverend Eskijian, to commemorate the third anniversary of 
his death. ‘Only a few will come to remember the great man who died withour fear’, she said, 
‘because he did all he could to serve his people.’”47 It took however many years before 
Rohner recovered. Meyer says that she lived for a while on the Hasliberg in the Swiss 
mountains where, in autumn 1926, Hewig Büll from Aleppo, her former coworker in Marash, 
                                                
41 Cf. Atay, Falih Rıfkı, Zeytindağ, Istanbul: Bateş, 1981 (1938), pp. 63–65. 
42 Rössler to German Embassy, 14 and 17 May 1917 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
43 Meyer, Karl, Armenien und die Schweiz, Bern: Blaukreuz-Verlag, 1974, p. 249. 
44 Rohner to German Embassy, 14 May 1917 (GFO, www.armenocide.de). 
45 “Maraş'da Müessese-i Muavene Reisesi İsviçre tebeasından Beatrice Rohner'in hemşire olarak yaptığı güzel 
hizmetlere binaen Almanya'ya seyahatine müsaade olunduğu” (19/S/1336, Ottoman State Archives, Istanbul, 
DH.EUM.5.Şb 50:15). Many thanks to Nazan Maksudyan for sending me this document. 
46 Deportation der Armenier Dezember 1914 bis August 1918. Schriftverkehr von Hilfsbundmitarbeitern mit 
offiziellen Stellen in Deutschland, ACH. 
47 Minassian, Many hills, p. 199. 
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visited her and told her that all her orphans were still alive.48 According to Meyer and to 
Rohner herself, this brought her depression to an end. She worked as a “free missionary” to 
Germans in Würtemberg and in 1928/29 made a trip to Marash, Aintab and Syria. In 1932 she 
began to run a Christian guesthouse in Wüstenroth, near Stuttgart. Again she had a team and 
young people around her, held prayers and explained the Bible. In addition she wrote or 
translated books of spirituality. Albeit in a non-political pietistic language, she made clear that 
one must not join the Nazis. She and her team had a difficult time when a part of her house 
was occupied by N.S. nurses in July 1944. They “coldly declined our best ”, i.e. the spiritual 
message, she wrote in a circular letter. 49 She died in her house in Wüstenroth on 9 February 
1947. 
 
 
Coming to terms 
 
Shortly after the Nazis came to power at the beginning of 1933, Rohner began to write the 
memoir from which we have already quoted some passages. “Again and again I was asked in 
this time [after 1917] to write [on my experience in Aleppo]; but I had too heavy a heart. 
Again and again there appeared before my soul the conclusion of my service in Aleppo, when 
with a short dry order the Turkish government took the nearly 1000 children from me to settle   
them in their own homes and institutions. I fell ill and had to return to Europe […]. The last 
thing that I saw of them was that special train which carried them off, and thus the curtain of 
darkness was drawn on them, on me, on all I had lived through in Syria. In that situation what 
could I write?”50 
 
Nevertheless she made a first attempt when, around 1920, she published a booklet entitled 
The hour has come: portraits of present-day martyrs.51 On 32 pages Rohner paid homage and 
                                                
48 In Lebanon Büll had met Pastor Sisag Manughian, Rohner's right hand in Aleppo in 1916; he told her that he 
had investigated the destiny of Rohner's former orphans (Meyer, Armenien, p. 267). Rohner confirms this and 
adds that all her children finally escaped from Turkish rule (“Pfade”, p. 14). 
49 Abschrift eines Rundbriefes von Beatrice Rohner vom Jahr 1945, MEDS. Cf. “Vita für Beatrice Rohner” in 
Rohner, Beatrice, Jünger Jesu aus der Kirche der Armen. Abraham Levonian, Wüstenrot: Kurt Reith Verlag, p. 
30 (p. 27 on her trip to Marash); Rohner, Beatrice, Worte für Wanderer zur Herrlichkeit. Gedanken über den 
Hebräerbrief, Giessen and Basel: Brunnen-Verlag, 1938; she translated from English Carmichael, Amy, Die 
goldene Schnur. Das Werden einer Gemeinschaft, Giessen und Basel: Brunnen-Verlag, 1934. 
50 “Pfade”, p. 14. 
51 Rohner, Beatrice, Die Stunde ist gekommen. Märtyrerbilder aus der Jetztzeit, Frankfurt a. M.: Verlag Orient, 
n.d. (c. 1920). 
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a last farewell to eight Armenian friends from Marash, lost in 1915/16. It is a text of painful 
memory and mourning, mobilizing all the spiritual resources Rohner had, to give meaning to 
the lives and deaths of these dear human beings. Minas, a young man and gifted singer from 
Bunduk (a mountain village that had been destroyed in 1895 and lost nearly all its men), 
Rohner had taught to read on the eve of the First World War. He then became an informal 
pastor in the village. In 1915 Rohner saw him passing through Marash, with the whole 
village. She could save one of his girls. “Now he can sing [his song] before the throne of the 
lamb. The little village of Bunduk is desolate and deserted […]. Will there ever be a new 
beginning?”52 
 
The longest homage is that to Garabed, entitled “A devoted messenger” whom we have 
already mentioned in relation to Deir ez-Zor. Garabed, a silversmith in the town, had been 
seized by the spiritual revival Rohner worked for, and had himself become active in it. In 
1915, he survived the deportation, went from his camp to Aleppo, which was forbidden on 
pain of death in order to get help to relatives, and became finally one of Rohner's messengers 
to Deir ez-Zor. “He felt it was now time not only to speak about, but to live God's love […].” 
At least three times he came and went. “Everywhere he had found compatriots from Marash 
[…], he gave them a little help which eked out their life for a while, and comforted them in 
their courage and faith, like greetings from eternal love.” He was then lost track of. “[…] 
Garabed had become an old man, his full black hair turned very grey […]. But he had a deep 
earnestness, a saintly determination, and peace that is not of this earth.” In Deir ez-Zor there 
was daily prayer in inter-confessional assemblies. The informal group of Christossa-Siroz, 
[Lovers of Christ], mostly Gregorian Armenians (Armenian Orthodox), who had had their 
center in Anteb, played a leading part. “Each evening they met […] and during the day they 
went as messengers of his [God's] love into the huts of misery and to all the desperate people 
around them. […] According to a letter which another messenger brought me they planned to 
penetrate further into the desert in order to bring consolation and help to the Christians 
scattered there.”53 It was too late; the murderous elimination of the remnants was beginning. 
 
Another chapter is on Haig, a shoemaker from Zeytun near Marash, and at the same time a 
free evangelist on his own account. As a “political suspect”, he was arrested early on in spring 
1915, brought to the prison in Marash and executed in public in one of Marash's squares.54 
                                                
52 P. 7. 
53 Pp. 11–14. 
54 Pp. 16–17. 
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The only chapter Rohner devoted to one of her cherished orphans is the short one on Setrag, 
whose deported mother married a Muslim in Aleppo; she had to convert, but her little son 
refused to do so and was brought to the orphanage. 
 
That Rohner refused to think that lost life was lost for good becomes clearest in her chapter 
on Araxia, an exceptionally gifted girl, one of those who had emancipated themselves from 
tradition, including early marriage, through their education in missionary or other institutions 
in late Ottoman times. Back from two years in England she joined the Christossa-Siroz and 
settled down in Anteb before the War. She too had to leave in 1915. “I cannot say what grief 
struck me when I learnt about this. Araxia on the road!” After several months of silence, 
Araxia was found in Deir ez-Zor. Thanks to Rohner's messengers, they could correspond. “I 
have no words to describe the misery to you […]. We live God's presence in our midst as 
never before; the prayers are fervent and all separations have disappeared”, Araxia wrote. 
Rohner received a last message from her just when she was being taken away for the final 
massacre. “The life from which we expected so much was shattered so early. Was it for 
nothing?”55 
 
Rohner's memoir of 1933/34 differs from that of 1920, as it is a complete narrative. After 17 
years, Rohner was capable of articulating the whole story. More than in 1920, she argued that 
despite everything the God of love had not been completely absent. Even if she does not make 
an explicit link, it is difficult not to think that her readiness to write was also a reaction to the 
Nazis’ coming to power. There is no doubt that she wanted to empower her readers against 
the “demons” she herself had faced in the First World War. “Yes, our house [in Aleppo] 
would perhaps have become an oasis in the desert, but never let us forget that the Pharaoh of 
Turkish hatred and the will to destruction [Vernichtungswillen] was after us and wanted at all 
costs to prevent a little people escaping his power.”56 Unfortunately, there are no sources 
available on how she perceived the rise of the Nazis on a more concrete level. 
 
Rohner wanted to show that a feeble being like herself was able to organize efficient 
humanitarian resistance. “How much we were disliked in Aleppo! Our simple presence was a 
permanent thorn in the flesh of those who were determined to destroy the remnants of the 
Armenian people. Every opportunity to scatter these children, the hope of the future, again, to 
ban me from Aleppo, to hunt my co-workers into the desert, would have been warmly 
                                                
55 Pp. 28–32. 
56 “Pfade”, p. 38. 
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welcomed. But something hindered the enemies, something paralyzed all the spies and 
stooges who were with us every day, something held back the Turkish authorities from 
destroying everything with a single order, although we were completely exposed to them.” 
Rohner gives several examples of critical situations, concluding: “What held the enemies 
back? They, at least, did not know it themselves, but we knew it and knew it every day again, 
when in prayer together we spoke of our utter helplessness and our impossible situation to the 
Lord […].”57 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Pietists were often mocked as unrealistic sanctimonious people. It was nevertheless Beatrice 
Rohner, member of a pietistic organization, who organized the most important rescue effort 
during the second phase of the Armenian Genocide. Unlike some German colleagues, she 
never had illusions about the perpetrators’ will to exterminate. She used her potential, her 
connections, her symbolic capital and the sympathy Jemal felt probably for her to organize 
efficient relief. Backed by the Near East Relief, by German and American diplomacy (weak 
where the Armenians were concerned), by international philanthropic circles and Swiss 
connections, she built up an efficient network of trusting friends, mostly people who shared 
her faith in Jesus, whom she knew already from Marash. She used them in the orphanages and 
for the most difficult task of illegal intervention in the camps. Despite the pietists' well-known 
loyalty to Authority, she did not refrain from illegal humanitarian action. A strong spiritual 
life existed in her team, in her mind and during difficult moments – including her long 
depression after 1917. She was aware early on that she would probably lose the children, but 
when she did so, it was too much for her. Spirituality was not the superstructure but a vital 
motor in this rescuer’s case. The question remains open if there is generally something like a 
“spirituality of rescue”, but this study makes clear that this was the case with Beatrice Rohner. 
To a large extent her thinking, behaviour and relations were conditioned by a spiritual life. 
 
Rohner carried back her experience to Germany where she built up a little center of spiritual 
resistance to Nazi power in Wüstenroth. Her late Ottoman experiences remained omnipresent 
in her books and talks. Another transfer of analogous experiences was that from Rohner's 
friend Jakob Künzler to his compatriot of Walzenhausen, Carl Lutz, the Swiss Consul in 
                                                
57 “Pfade”, p. 54 
 15 
Budapest, who helped to save tens of thousands of Jews in 1944 by issuing illegal visas.58 
Like Franz Werfel, but without any literary ambition, in 1933/34 Beatrice Rohner clearly 
articulated her encounter with massive evil in history in 1915–17, in order to be ready to face 
evil at the present, that is, under the Nazis. Faithful to her own spiritual biography, she did so 
however with elaborate references to the Gospel. She paid particular attention to the Letter to 
the Hebrews, addressed to a little group of early Jewish Christians whom she explicitly 
compared with the Armenians.59 
 
 
 
                                                
58 Cf. Künzler, Im Lande, p. 128. 
59 Cf. “Pfade”, p. 14–15, and Worte für Wanderer, p. 111. 
